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Introduction 
 
Group Flow: Basic Concepts  
 The concept of ‘flow’ was adopted by Mihály Csíkszentmihályi to describe an 
individual “state of heightened consciousness” in which there is “little distinction 
between self and environment; between stimulus and response; or between past, present, 
and future.”
1
 While it is possible for collections of individuals in flow to be organized 
into a group, this collection is not commensurate with a special case of what R.K. Sawyer 
calls group flow.
2
 Group flow is a collaboratively emergent phenomenon, meaning that 
whatever is produced by a group in flow cannot be viewed as a simple combination of the 
individual acts of those within the group. Jazz ensembles in flow are collectively 
performing on such a high creative level that the group is irreducible to the sum of its 
parts (i.e., the individual performers), yet we can identify certain characteristics that are 
conducive to attaining group flow within a jazz ensemble, namely problem-finding 
creativity, deep listening, and the collective aesthetic approach to music as conversation.  
 Following the notion of music as conversation, performers within an ensemble 
must have a keen sensitivity and awareness of the overarching direction of the group’s 
dialogue, that is: where the dialogue began, where it is currently situated, and where it 
may or may not end up. In order to trace these musical conversations, it is necessary to 
understand the distinction between offer and response, and their respective categories and 
function.  
                                                
1
 R. Keith Sawyer, Group Genius: The Creative Power of Collaboration (New York: Basic 
Books, 2007), 42. 
2
 R. Keith Sawyer, “Group Creativity: Musical Performance and Collaboration,” Psychology of 
Music 34, no. 2 (2006): 158. 
 2 
Consider the process of answering a questionnaire; a question is asked, we 
consider our potential answers, answer the question accordingly, then move on to the 
next question. The questions that follow our answers will invariably be asked the exact 
same way and in the same order, regardless of how we answer preceding questions, and 
there is obviously no chance for role reversal—we can only answer questions, not ask 
them, hence we are stuck in a responsive role, and never a stimulating one. 
Similarly functioning processes can occur within a jazz ensemble, and spontaneity 
is forfeited in favor of precomposed offers, regardless of how one’s bandmates may 
respond—a process that makes group flow impossible. Thus it is vital for players to be 
simultaneously responsive and novel in their approach, and possess the ability to 
recognize when they may be straying too far or too long from the aesthetically ideal 
middle ground necessary to maintain a group flow state. This aesthetic balancing act will 
be examined in great detail in Chapter 3 of this study.  
 
Subgroup Flow  
 Group flow is understood as encompassing every member of a group, hence 
group flow in a quartet setting emerges from the collaborative efforts of all four 
participants, six participants in a sextet, and so on. However, I propose that flow is a 
multilayered phenomenon, and often embedded within group flow—or standing on its 
own, as we will see later—are various possibilities for the emergence of what I term 
subgroup flow. Subgroup flow, like group flow, is a collaboratively emergent 
phenomenon, yet allows for different permutations of flow states within the overall group 
that do not necessarily emerge from a group flow state. This is a fundamental principle of 
 3 
subgroup flow; in order to attain total group flow, every group member must be 
collaboratively invested in the process, but subgroup flow is not contingent on the 
collaborative efforts of each player, hence subgroup flow can exist without total group 
flow. 
Take, for example, a probably apocryphal anecdote from Miles Davis’s 1960’s 
quintet. The story goes that during a set break, drummer Tony Williams and pianist 
Herbie Hancock got into an altercation concerning something that happened during the 
first set of the gig. When the second set began, Williams was playing amazingly 
inventive, complex, and most importantly, interactive ideas throughout both Miles’s and 
saxophonist Wayne Shorter’s solo.
3
 When it was Hancock’s turn to solo, Williams 
spitefully played only quarter notes on the ride cymbal for the entirety of Hancock’s solo. 
However, despite Williams’s best effort to stunt Hancock’s creativity, Hancock and 
bassist Ron Carter engaged in what was a beautifully interactive musical conversation, at 
the highest level of sensitivity and deep listening. So moving was the exchange between 
the two, that at the end of the piece (or set, depending on the story), Williams and 
Hancock hugged and apologized for the previous altercation.  
While the validity of this story is debatable (I could not even find a printed 
account of it), the message is certainly relevant to the aesthetic of subgroup flow. When 
Williams went out of his way to avoid interacting with Hancock, he essentially removed 
the possibility for total group flow, as well as any subgroup flow state that included the 
drums. Yet despite Williams’s defiance, Hancock and Carter were able to establish an 
intense state of subgroup flow between each other.    
                                                
3
 This group almost always maintained the solo order of trumpet, saxophone, and then piano. 
 4 
In this project, I am particularly interested in a special type of subgroup flow that 
emerges from two or more ‘frontline’ players actively engaged in a collaborative musical 
dialogue with one another; what I term trade flow.
4
 In jazz, trade flow emerges out of the 
stylistic process known as trading. The broad concept of trading is that two or more 
players take turns improvising, usually within a certain number of measures in the form 
of a piece. While this is not an inaccurate take on the trading process (and in fact, 
ineffective trading is often not worth examining outside of the scope of this definition), it 
is necessary to explore what it is that makes certain trading passages aesthetic high points 
for those on the bandstand and audience members alike, and how these passages relate to 
an emergent state of trade flow.  
 
Trade Structure 
 The structure of a standard jazz piece necessarily imposes certain temporal 
restrictions upon the improvising jazz musician, some of which are more pliable than 
others. An exaggerated example of how one fails to adhere to these formal constraints is 
an instance where a rhythm section is collectively playing the progression of a piece, 
while the soloist is only playing over the first four measures of the progression. Members 
of an ensemble are expected to navigate form and structure collectively, thereby ensuring 
overall coherence throughout the performance.  
There are further temporal restrictions one must consider within the trading 
process itself. In a strict trade, each participant is allotted a specific number of measures 
in which to play during a turn. Quite often a player’s phrase will elide into the beginning 
                                                
4
 I use the term frontline to encompass all musicians featured in the foreground of the trading 
process.  
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of the next player’s turn, a choice that, depending on its execution, can often come off as 
either bad performance etiquette or melodic and rhythmic ingenuity. One sign of an 
accomplished improviser is their ability to play lines ‘over the bar line,’ which is 
essentially the avoidance of clearly demarcating the form of a tune by not playing on the 
downbeat of structurally significant measures; yet in a strict trade setting, one must be 
sensitive to the proceeding trader’s temporal allotment by usually limiting one’s elisions 
to a beat or two.  
 
FIGURE 1.1 
Trade Type Characteristics 
  
Loose trades are less constrained than strict trades, as there is no predetermined 
temporal allotment that participating players must adhere to, yet there is a mutual 
understanding amongst players that one individual not play so long as to jeopardize the 
turn-by-turn structure of the trade exchange. Although loose trading is a turn-taking 
process, the lack of strict constraints often results in frequently overlapping phrases, 
especially as the number of participants increases (see Figure 1.1). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Trade Type Temporal Restriction Phrase Overlap 
Strict Trade Clearly defined turn length Little 
Loose Trade No defined turn length 
 
Frequent; increases with number 
of participants 
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Part I 
The Phenomenon of Flow 
 
  Perhaps the most famous parable concerning flow comes from the Greek 
philosopher Heraclitus, who said: “You can never step into the same river twice... for 
fresh waters are flowing on.”
5
 At the root of this belief is the Heraclitean notion that 
everything is in constant motion—always changing, never the same. Some changes are 
imperceptible to the naked eye, such as the seemingly static nature of the stones over 
which a stream flows, that are slowly being eroded with every drop that passes. Consider 
the particularly poignant metaphor offered by Heraclitus of the bow and the lyre:  
 The strung bow appears static to the eyes, but if the string should snap, that would be 
 only the consequence of what the man whose mind was not ‘barbarian’ would have 
 known all the time: that its true condition had been a continuous putting forth of effort in 
 contrary directions, corresponding to the abrasive action of the water and the resistance   
 offered by the hardness of the stone.
6
  
 
Heraclitus feels that this imperceptible constant flux of form is accompanied by a similar 
temporal imperception; that although everything is always changing, one only perceives 
the change as occurring at one point or another, not continuously from moment-to-
moment. We often equate change with a preceding causal force that can be pinpointed 
fairly accurately, when, according to Heraclitus, the change in question is actually a 
product of numerous, and perhaps infinite causal factors that themselves are in a state of 
constant flux. Thus, identifying specific instances of change and their referential cause is 
an inauspicious, and perhaps impossible undertaking in the eyes of the Heracliteans.  
 Contemplation of the implications of this state of perpetual flux should not be 
limited to inanimate objects, but expanded to also consider the individual and 
                                                
5
 W.K.C. Guthrie, A History of Greek Philosophy: The Earlier Presocratics and the 
Pythagoreans (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1962), 450. 
6
 Ibid., 451-452. 
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individuals’ interaction with other individuals. For if we, like the flowing stream, are 
always changing and never the same, can we ever formulate a cogent idea of who we are, 
or who anyone else is? Does it follow that even our basic communicative intentions 
cannot be viewed as genuinely ours if we are inherently different than the person we were 
when we engaged in the respective communication? I feel that there are parts of us (i.e., 
ethics, desires, ambitions) that remain stable until specific stimuli are introduced, at 
which point they shift to a newly stabilized ground; and ultimately, the intentions of a 
communicative exchange should be interpreted as genuine with respect to the parameters 
of the exchange itself. From this point of view, it is important that context always be 
considered carefully when analyzing interactive exchanges between individuals or 
groups. I do not mean context in terms of the tangible spatiotemporal frame within which 
an exchange occurs, for one could (and Heraclitus would) argue that these elements are 
always changing; but the context of the interactional frame, which is defined by how 
what people say and do relate to what others say and do within the specific exchange that 
is taking place, and not in relation to external factors or previous and future exchanges.  
 The dialogue that emerges in a conversation between two people should not be 
viewed as a collection of singular utterances functioning independently, since 
conversations are, by definition interactive; yet it is difficult if not impossible to analyze 
the dialogue contrastingly, taking into account every possible contextual element that 
may or may not have influenced the individual utterances and the overarching dialogue. 
Thus a middle-ground approach to interpretation and analysis of these types of interactive 
exchanges is ideal, one which considers only contextual relationships within the 
 8 
interactional frame itself. This approach will be covered in greater detail in the following 
chapter. 
 
Individual and Group Flow 
 The aesthetic idea of individuals ‘in flow’ was originally coined by Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi “to describe a particular state of heightened consciousness.”
7
 This state 
of flow is similar in abstraction to Heraclitus’s in that when in a state of flow, one is 
usually unconscious of how, when, and through what means one begins to flow, yet one 
is capable of recognizing its presence. Csikszentmihalyi found that individual flow is 
achieved when people are working at their peak experience: “a unified flowing from one 
moment to the next, in which we feel in control of our actions, and in which there is little 
distinction between self and environment; between stimulus and response; or between 
past, present, and future.”
8
 This blurring distinction of stimuli and responses and the 
imperceptibility of their respective temporal occurrences within one’s peak experience 
would likely be interpreted by Heraclitus as further evidence of ‘everything in flux,’ 
including one’s personal creative experience in the case of individual flow.    
 R. Keith Sawyer expanded on Csikszentmihalyi’s (and, to a certain extent, 
Heraclitus’s) theory of flow to a collection of individuals, which he terms group flow. 
“The concept of group flow is related to Csikszentmihalyi’s flow theory, but with a 
critical difference. Csikszentmihalyi intended flow to represent a state of consciousness 
within the individual performer, whereas group flow is a property of the entire group as a 
                                                
7
 Sawyer, Group Genius, 42. 
8
 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Beyond Boredom and Anxiety (San Francisco: Josey-Bass, 1975), 43; 
quoted in R. Keith Sawyer, Group Genius, 42. 
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collective unit.”
9
 Sawyer found group flow to be an emergent phenomenon, meaning that 
the product that emanates from a group in flow is nonreducible to actions of individuals 
within the group—essentially, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.  
 Some of the many metaphors that have been marshalled to describe the seemingly 
abstract sensation of a group in flow are being in sync, having good chemistry, clicking, 
grooving, and gelling as a unit.
10
 Those who have participated in or are fans of jazz music 
are sure to have used or heard these and similar phrases, and so too have those 
participants and fans of competitive sports. Bill Russell—largely considered one of the 
greatest basketball players of all time, and a former member of a Boston Celtic team that 
won an astounding eleven championships in thirteen years—eloquently articulates the 
feeling of group flow: 
 Every so often a Celtic game would heat up so that it became more than a physical or 
 even a mental game, and would be magical. That feeling is difficult to describe, and I 
 certainly never talked about it when I was playing. When it happened I could feel my 
 play rise to a new level… The game would just take off, and there’d be a natural ebb and 
 flow that reminded you of how rhythmic and musical basketball is supposed to be… It 
 was almost as if we were playing in slow motion.
11
 
 
The “playing in slow motion” feeling described by Russell further elucidates the temporal 
imperception described by both Heraclitus and those individuals and groups in flow 
states. However, it is Russell’s comparing the “ebb and flow” of a basketball game to 
musical rhythm that is particularly intriguing in that it seems to suggest music’s and its 
performers’ seemingly inherent capacity to ‘flow.’ 
 Group flow in jazz is a phenomenon that is aspired to, yet any clear process by 
which it is attained has seemed to evade groups, although Sawyer has identified certain 
                                                
9
 Sawyer, “Group Creativity: Musical Performance and Collaboration,” 158. 
10
 Ibid., 157. 
11
 Bill Russell and Taylor Branch, Second Wind: The Memoirs of an Opinionated Man (New 
York: Random House, 1979), 155-157; quoted in Sawyer, Group Genius, 40-41. 
 10 
conditions that cultivate group flow. Group flow is not contingent on participants being in 
states of individual flow (although this is commonly the case), but is a “more general 
group phenomenon” within which “properties of groups may emerge from individual 
action and interaction, and yet not correspond directly to any properties of any members 
of the group.”
12
 Thus, we see interactive capacity of group members is an integral part of 
group flow, particularly in improvisational performance genres such as jazz, where 
communication between players is necessary in the communal navigation of the 
performance. As stated above, there is no specific roadmap that, when adhered to, leads 
inexorably to group flow; however, certain characteristics have been found to be 
particularly conducive to attaining group flow. 
 
Problem-finding Creativity 
 Let us consider the goals of an orchestra performing a Classical symphony versus 
the goals of a small group jazz ensemble. The orchestra and its members have clearly 
defined goals from the downbeat of the first movement to the final beat of the last 
movement; every passage is expected to be played a specific way, dynamic shifts are 
known and rehearsed beforehand, sections are clearly demarcated and anticipated, and 
there are no unexpected surprises—unless an error occurs—that warrant a spontaneous 
collective adjustment by the ensemble.
13
 This is a paradigmatic example of problem-
solving creativity, in which a group has a definitive goal in sight, and there is a mutually 
                                                
12
 Sawyer, Group Creativity, 46. 
13
 This is certainly not a criticism of the Classical orchestra, but meant only to point to the 
necessarily methodical approach to the complex repertoire typically performed by an orchestra. 
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understood path through which to arrive at said goal.
14
 Similarly, in a traditional 
theatrical performance of a Shakespearean play, the actors have a script that details each 
individual’s dialogue from one moment to another, which, when executed correctly 
through a problem-solving process, shape the dramatic plotline of the performance. 
 The group goals of improvisatory performance genres are drastically less defined 
or predetermined than those of the ‘goal-driven’ genres mentioned above. In improvised 
theater, for example, there is no script and actors must create all of the dramatic elements 
by way of improvised dialogues and gestures; and thus a collaboratively emergent 
problem-finding process is necessarily favored over a problem-solving process.
15
 Jazz 
ensembles are not dissimilar to improv theater groups, in that their “only goal is intrinsic 
to the performance itself—to perform well and to entertain the audience.”
16
 In jazz, the 
bulk of a performance is made up of an emergent cyclical process of searching for a 
musical problem, collaboratively addressing it (which may or may not result in any 
definitive resolution), which then gives rise to a new search for a new issue. The aesthetic 
of problem-finding creativity is interestingly situated, as the problems that arise are rarely 
ostensible or known beforehand, nor is the group aimlessly meandering until a problem 
presents itself—the problem is created, found, and addressed simultaneously.  
 This is not to say that the execution of a precomposed plan comes easy or is in 
some way a foregone conclusion, but the mere presence of a concrete plan to execute at 
all allows little (if any) possibility for the spontaneous interaction necessary for attaining 
group flow. Essentially, group flow is contingent on a group’s ability to collectively and 
                                                
14
 R. Keith Sawyer, “Improvisation and the Creative Process: Dewey, Collingwood, and the 
Aesthetics of Spontaneity,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 58, no. 2 (Spring, 2000): 149-
150, 153-154. 
15
 Ibid. 
16
 Sawyer, Group Genius, 45. 
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spontaneously create and find problems to address through the improvised interaction of 
group members, which is itself made possible through the practice of deep listening.  
   
Deep Listening 
  
 Jazz musicians are often judged—especially amongst their peers—based on how 
well they listen to one another during performance. But how does one judge something as 
subjective as the auditory processing of another? Effective listening, in this respect, is 
interpreted by the ways in which one interacts and responds to the other players within 
the group, which is an underlying principle of deep listening. Deep listening is a 
collaborative phenomenon “in which members of the group don’t plan ahead what 
they’re going to say, but their statements are genuinely unplanned responses to what they 
hear.”
17
 Thus we see that, like problem-finding creativity, spontaneous interaction is 
prized over precomposition, and “innovation is blocked when one (or more) of the 
participants already has a preconceived idea of how to reach the goal.”
18
 Monson 
elucidates some of the tenets of deep listening: 
 The ongoing process of decision making that takes place in the ensemble perhaps 
 explains why musicians often say that the most important thing is to listen. They mean it 
 in a very active sense: they must listen closely because they are continually called upon 
 to respond to and participate in an ongoing flow of musical action that can change or 
 surprise them at any moment. (My emphasis)
19
 
  
There is a certain level of sensitivity and unselfishness that is inherent in the practice of 
deep listening. Less experienced musicians are often more concerned with adequately 
navigating implicit guidelines such as form and harmonic structure, performing the 
melody correctly, not getting lost, and not slowing down or speeding up the tempo, and 
                                                
17
 Ibid., 46. 
18
 Ibid., 46-47. 
19
 Monson, Saying Something, 43. 
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are understandably less preoccupied with synthesizing these aspects by deeply listening 
and responding directly and sensitively to other players in the ensemble—it should not be 
surprising that ensembles with inexperienced musicians rarely experience group flow. 
 Professional jazz musicians have spent numerous years and countless hours 
practicing and ingraining the fundamentals into their playing while forging a personal 
voice of their own, which allows them to be more attentive to the interactive exchanges 
on the bandstand; hence deep listening and group flow is much more feasible for these 
more experienced players.
20
 Musical communication is necessary to group flow 
attainment, and deep listening is necessary for musical communication. Monson codifies 
this communicative aesthetic of jazz quite candidly: “Good jazz improvisation is sociable 
and interactive just like conversation; a good player communicates with the other players 
in the band. If this doesn’t happen, it’s not good jazz.”
21
  
 
(Musical) Communication in Jazz 
 Perhaps the most fundamental facet of my study is an interpretation of trading in 
jazz as conversation. This contention has broad aesthetic parallels to the idea of ‘art as 
language’ proposed by American pragmatist philosopher John Dewey, as illuminated in 
the work of Sawyer.
22
 Dewey feels that art should be experienced as language in a 
pragmatic sense as opposed to a syntactic one, focusing on how a work of art 
communicates intersubjectively instead of propositionally. Although the scope of my 
                                                
20
 It should be noted that inexperienced musicians often have flow experiences in other 
performance genres (e.g., teenage garage bands), but my position is that the demand of jazz 
repertoire, language, and technical ability allow only those experienced and well-versed players 
to ‘flow’ together.     
21
 Ibid., 84. 
22
 All citations of Dewey also appear in Sawyer, “Improvisation and the Creative Process,” 154-
156; and Sawyer, Group Creativity, 107-109.  
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study is centered in how musicians improvise musical conversations with one another, it 
does converge with Sawyer’s interpretation of Dewey’s aesthetic idea that “art is like 
everyday language use” in how art communicates with its respective recipients.
23
  
 Dewey expresses art’s communicative parallel to conversation quite matter-of-
factly when writing: “Acts of social intercourse are works of art,”
24
 and “men in general 
are not aware that they have been exercising an art as long as they have been engaged in 
spoken intercourse with others.”
25
 Conversation is, for most of us, one of the most 
common acts of social intercourse in our everyday lives, and is also one of the most 
improvisational—though we may not realize it as such. Conversely, improvisation is 
widely understood as the defining characteristic of jazz music, yet the musical dialogue 
between musicians in a jazz ensemble is often overlooked, mentioned metaphorically, or 
thought of as an abstract ephemeral property of the music. Although Dewey mentions 
improvisation as being part of the aesthetic experience, he avoids making this claim in 
terms of the interpersonal interactions between artists themselves. Sawyer effectively 
expresses this connection: 
 In many ways, everyday conversations are also improvised. Especially in casual small 
 talk, we do not speak from a script; our conversation is collectively created, and emerges 
 from the actions of everyone present. In every conversation, we negotiate all of the 
 properties of the [exchange]—where the conversation will go, what kind of conversation 
 we are having, what our social relationship is, when it will end. In fact, improvisational 
 theater dialogue can best be understood as a special case of everyday conversation.
26
 
 
While Sawyer makes particular reference to improv theater performance, as this seems to 
be the most palpable example of improvised conversation in an artistic setting, we can 
note the parallels in jazz. Like everyday conversation and improv theater, coherent 
                                                
23
 Sawyer, “Improvisation and the Creative Process,” 154. 
24
 John Dewey, Art as Experience (New York: Perigree Books, 1934), 63. 
25
 Ibid., 240. 
26
 Sawyer, “Improvisation and the Creative Process,” 155. 
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performance in jazz is achieved collaboratively through the collective efforts of all 
participating musicians. Although the exchanges that occur in improv theater may appear 
to be more tangible examples of conversation than the exchanges in a jazz ensemble, I 
believe certain situations in jazz are extremely conversational, and can even be analyzed 
as such. Furthermore, improvised conversation is an inherent byproduct of problem-
finding creativity and deep listening, and hence, a fundamentally embedded characteristic 
of group flow. 
 Conversation is typically a turn-by-turn process, with one speaker offering 
responses to previous speakers’ remarks, followed by another speaker continuing 
similarly, followed by another speaker, and so on; thus when looking for musical 
conversations in jazz, one is well advised to search for similar exchanges. Nowhere in 
jazz is this conversational aesthetic more prevalent than in the process of trading—when 
two or more musicians within an ensemble take turns playing phrases during a 
performance.  
 
Trading and Subgroup Flow  
 Trading processes can be separated into two general structures, which I term strict 
trade and loose trade. In a strict trade, participating players are constrained by clearly 
defined temporal restrictions, usually correlating to part or all of the form of the 
respective piece being performed; strict trades of four bars, eight bars, and entire 
choruses are the most common. Loose trades have no clear temporal or structural 
restrictions in that participating players are not limited to playing within a specified 
allotment of bars. While both strict and loose trades are turn-taking processes by 
 16 
definition, the turn taking in a strict trade is more closely adhered to than in a loose trade. 
In fact, one of the defining characteristics of loose trades is an overlapping of phrases 
amongst traders, often for extended periods of time. This may seem to run contrary to the 
conversational aesthetic of trading, but players that are exceptionally skilled problem 
finders and deep listeners are able to adjust the parameters of their lines in mid-phrase to 
the other trading players that are ideally equally adept at executing the same aesthetic, 
thereby maintaining the conversational coherence of the exchange. However, for the 
purposes of this study, I will limit most of my analyses in the following chapter to strict 
trading structures, and those exchanges I do point to within a loose trade will focus on 
instances of non-overlapping phrases of the respective participants, as I believe these are 
more easily represented as conversation.  
 We have discussed the aesthetics of both individual and group flow, and pointed 
to some of the conditions that foster group flow. Although group flow is an emergent 
phenomenon, I believe similarly emergent flow states to be possible in smaller 
collections of performers within a larger group at various times within a performance—
what I term subgroup flow.  
 It is common for one to have a polarized aesthetic view of a jazz performance, 
focusing on either a specific individual’s playing or the approach of the ensemble as a 
whole. Monson attempts to synthesize these opposing aesthetic ideals, as seen in the 
following passage:  
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 On the one hand, the aesthetic of the music is centered on the inventiveness and 
 uniqueness of individual solo expression; on the other, climactic moments of musical 
 expression require the cohesiveness and participation of the entire ensemble…Since the 
 ensemble is divided into soloist and rhythm section, it should be noted that there are two 
 levels on which this individual-versus-group tension operates: the relationship of the 
 soloist (who may be a rhythm section member) to the rhythm section, and the relationship 
 of each individual to the remainder of the rhythm section.
27  
 
While I certainly agree with Monson’s contention as a general aesthetic tenet of jazz, I 
believe that in many situations players (rhythm section or otherwise) are more ‘locked in’ 
to a specific instrument or player for extended periods of a performance than they are 
equally attentive to all of their fellow bandmates. Furthermore, when considering the 
emergent, interactive nature of a performance, we typically describe individual players’ 
choices in terms of their contextual relationship with the entirety of the group, yet 
players’ musical choices are often made in response to the musical offerings of specific 
bandmates. This idea of person-to-person emergent groups embedded within the entire 
ensemble is the primary principle of a subgroup flow state. 
 Musical interaction at a subgroup level within a jazz ensemble is not a completely 
unstudied phenomenon, particularly when the focus is on rhythm section members. The 
synchronicity between drummers and bass players is often discussed as a foundational 
connection that is vital to the overall groove of an ensemble, and is of a certain primary 
significance to the players of the two respective instruments; a drummer is more likely to 
forge (or attempt to forge) a musical kinship with the bass player of an ensemble before 
anyone else in the group, and the same can be said of the bass player with the drummer. 
Kenny Washington clarifies this interactive primacy—albeit unintentionally—when 
discussing the drums’ interactive role with the piano: “For me, besides the bass player, 
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the first person I’m a look at when I get on the bandstand is the piano player.”
28
 This 
quote appears in Monson’s section focusing on the functional similarity between a 
drummer’s left hand and the accompanying style of a pianist, yet it reveals an almost 
assumed role that the bass-drum subgroup is expected to create. Some bass-drum duos 
achieve these ideal connections easier than others, as a subtle differing in temporal 
perception between the two can have drastic effects in their ability to sync as a unit. 
 The basic rhythmic hookup, or synchronization between the drummer and the bass 
 player…is a function of how well the walking bass line locks or is in the pocket with the 
 ride cymbal rhythm. A drummer’s preference for working with particular bass players is 
 often a function of how easily and naturally this hookup occurs.
29
 
 
This hookup that occurs between bassist and drummer is an example of a mutual ability 
between the two players to listen deeply, which is necessary for subgroup flow 
attainment. When listening to some of the greatest bass-drum duos (Ron Carter-Tony 
Williams of Miles Davis’s famous 1960’s quintet, for example), one can sense the 
emergent quality of these subgroups, and recognize that the musical product is something 
aesthetically greater than and irreducible to a mere combination of their simple or 
complex rhythmic approaches pinned against one another.  
 The bass-drum subgroup is only one example of the possible subgroups 
embedded in an ensemble, as any combination of performers that make up a group 
smaller than the entire group itself is, by definition, a subgroup. Thus, one can surmise 
that multiple subgroups can be in flow simultaneously, as seen in Figure 2.1, which 
depicts three subgroups in flow within a quintet ensemble arrangement.
30
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 Is it then reasonable to assume that if every player within an ensemble is 
participating in a subgroup in flow, total group flow is also occurring? Intuitively, I agree 
that the presence of subgroups in flow give rise to total group flow, since the necessary 
conditions of group flow are also found in subgroup flow; yet more empirical study is 
needed for any definitive claim to be made on either side. However, since the ultimate 
thrust of this study focuses on specific subgroups comprised of two trading musicians, the 
more pressing issue seems to be whether or not subgroup flow can be attained within an 
ensemble that is not in total group flow.  
FIGURE 2.1 
Subgroup Flow 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 In the fall of 2001, pianist Jason Moran and his trio—including bassist Taurus 
Mateen and drummer Terreon Gully—gave a master class at the High School for 
Performing and Visual Arts in Houston, TX. Near the end of the master class, Moran had 
various collections of students come on stage to play with different subgroups of his trio; 
Tenor sax Trumpet 
Bass 
Drums 
Piano 
bass-drum subgroup flow 
tenor sax-trumpet subgroup flow 
drums-piano subgroup flow 
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so if a drummer, bassist, and sax player were set to play, Moran would stay at the piano 
while Mateen and Gully would sit out. One performance of the jazz standard “On Green 
Dolphin Street” was particularly striking, and was made up of students on drums and 
guitar, a faculty member on saxophone, along with Moran and Mateen on piano and bass, 
respectively. Although the students and faculty member were playing the piece correctly 
(i.e., not getting lost, playing the usual chord changes, not slowing down or speeding up, 
and avoiding ‘wrong’ notes), there was a distinct dichotomy between the stunning 
interactive exchanges of Moran and Mateen, and the fairly predictable and banal playing 
of the rest of the group.  
FIGURE 2.2 
Singular Subgroup Flow 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Moran and Mateen seemed to continuously respond to one another’s musical 
offers with original phrases, rhythmic motives, chord substitutions, and dynamic shifts, 
all while maintaining their respective functional roles within the ensemble as a whole; 
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hence, there was clearly a higher aesthetic connection being forged between them that 
seemed to escape the capacity of the other members of the ensemble—a connection that 
fostered subgroup flow (see Figure 2.2). Thus we see that subgroup flow is not contingent 
on total group flow, and can be attained completely independent of those members 
outside of that subgroup in flow. 
 
Trade Flow 
 We have noted that a common occurrence within the overall frame of a jazz 
performance is an exchange between two or more performers known as trading. Although 
the complete exchange of a trading sequence—or trade frame—is generally (and always 
during a strict trade) a turn-taking process, it warrants being categorized as a subgroup 
because of its interactive nature. However, because of participating players’ different 
aesthetic approach within a trade frame than in a more typical soloist-rhythm section 
structure, the term trade flow is better suited in differentiating between trading and non-
trading subgroups.  
 Perhaps the most important condition of trade flow attainment is the participating 
players’ mutual construction of a musical dialogue within the trade frame. The following 
chapter will draw largely from the theoretical framework of Sawyer and Michael 
Silverstein in an attempt to illuminate the conversational nature of trading through the 
pragmatic analyses of various excerpts of trading sequences, and ultimately formulate a 
theory of ‘trading as conversation’ within a jazz ensemble. 
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Part II 
Musical Offerings: Trading as Conversation in Jazz 
 
 There is no shortage of conversational metaphors attached to the interactive 
improvisation that occurs in jazz performance. Paul Berliner’s seminal Thinking in Jazz 
and Ingrid Monson’s Saying Something both offer examples of metaphors concerning 
improvisation through their interviews with established jazz musicians, as well as more 
concrete examples in the form of transcription analysis.
31
 R. Keith Sawyer has published 
extensively on the sociocultural, psychological, philosophical, sociolinguistic, and 
aesthetic features of a variety of topics such as group creativity, interactive improvisation, 
and collaborative emergence.
32
 Much of Sawyer’s theoretical approach draws on his 
exhaustive research on improvisational theater groups in Chicago and his nearly thirty 
years as a working jazz pianist—two performance genres, as we will soon see, with more 
than a few parallels. 
 Curiously absent from musicological (or other) discourse is any considerable 
analytic or pragmatic study of trading in jazz performance, or trading as musical 
conversation—the central theme of this study. While various musical exchanges have 
been discussed by the likes of Berliner and Monson as evidence of both ephemeral and 
enduring interactivity (and, as we have seen, many jazz musicians, listeners, and scholars 
agree on the conversational facets commonly—or ideally—heard within a jazz 
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ensemble), I contend that there is more groundwork to be done in the analysis of the 
improvisational musical exchanges of ideas as an actual dialogue. Since the continuous 
give and take we find throughout the different subgroups of an ensemble give rise to 
fleeting, unpredictable, and constantly shifting interactions, the resultant ‘dialogue’ is 
often incomplete; or as Ralph Peterson put it, “the conversation happens in fragments and 
comes from different parts, different voices.”
33
 However, heightened levels of trading 
exchanges—both strict and loose—are not only some of the most creative and 
collaborative forms of interaction in jazz, but also the most conducive to analysis in terms 
of their conversational parallels. Thus we see the irony in the general lack of 
musicological scholarship devoted to the trading practice, considering the preponderant 
use of the metaphor ‘jazz as conversation.’  
 In this chapter, I hope to elucidate the conversational foundation of trading in 
jazz. By applying the theoretical framework set forth by Sawyer along with the empirical 
findings of Monson, and in conjunction with personal analyses of transcribed trade 
sequences, I propose to demonstrate that trade flow is contingent on the maintenance of 
what I term dialogic coherence within the trade frame, which is itself contingent on the 
subtle and effective treatment of (primarily) two collaboratively navigated dialogic 
factors: offer-response categories, and their relation to indexical entailment and indexical 
presupposition (discussed below).  
 
Between Structuralism and Pragmatism  
An unavoidable paradox continues to present itself whenever considering the process of 
unifying trade analyses with the pragmatic and emergent theoretical framework within 
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which my analyses are based—a process that is integral to my overall contention. If one 
characterizes trade flow as an emergent phenomenon that is irreducible to individuals’ 
motivation or conceptual approaches, then is it not self-contradictory to implement a 
segmented, retrospective, seemingly concrete notational analysis of individual turns? 
Sawyer further elaborates this analytical conundrum: 
 In 1932, G. H. Mead explained why social scientists have particular difficulty in studying 
 emergence: the difficulty is that once the emergent—the ensemble performance—is 
 complete, the analyst attempts to “rationalize” it, showing (incorrectly) that it can be 
 found “in the past that lay behind it…”
34
 In musicology, many studies of improvisational 
 performance have retained a “compositional” approach to improvised performances, 
 often using techniques developed for the analysis of notated text artifacts… These 
 approaches fail to answer key questions about group creativity, [such as] how can the 
 analyst  represent the improvised and collective aspects of group creativity?
35
 
 
The underlying sentiment here is a rejection of applying structural analytical methods—
those that analyze the syntactic and two-dimensional—in favor of a poststructuralist 
method that focuses on the interactional, collaborative, and pragmatic. One can see how 
this methodological approach may be problematic for those who intuitively agreed with 
an emergent aesthetic of jazz, that the emerging product created by the group is greater 
than the sum of its parts, and that the interactive exchanges that occur within an ensemble 
are aesthetic high points. The conversational metaphors used to describe this type of 
interaction have also always resonated with me, and I certainly align myself with a 
pragmatist viewpoint of language in jazz; that is, when considering what is being played 
or what to play in the case of the performer, one should contextualized these 
considerations within the constantly shifting collective landscape of the ensemble.  
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In structuralist thought, there is essentially no difference between an analysis of a 
phrase that someone is practicing at home and an analysis of the same phrase being 
played at a gig next week, which is problematic since contextual variables outside of the 
note-to-note sequence will be different each time the phrase is played (think Heraclitus, 
whom would almost certainly side with the pragmatists). Don Byron’s thoughts are 
consistent with a more poststructuralist stance:  “I hate hearing them bands where like… 
one cat’s playing some shit that he practiced. Another cat’s playing some shit that he 
practiced. Everybody’s playing some stuff that they practiced… You know, we didn’t 
play shit together. We didn’t do nothing together.”
36
 Byron echoes a common sentiment 
amongst established jazz musicians; players who offer musical ideas that are planned in 
advance are often termed ‘mechanical’ players, which carries with it a pejorative 
connotation that assumes the player, while technically gifted, is unresponsive to the 
musical offerings being presented by other players, often playing phrases that are 
inconsistent with the overall dialogue or groove of the group, and sound precomposed 
and unspontaneous. This player would not suffer the same level of scrutiny imposed by 
Byron if simply subjected to a decontextualized analysis, since the precomposed phrase 
would be frozen in time, pulled out of the collaborative frame it was presented in, and 
viewed as an isolated incident; whereas in poststructuralist ideology, the concern is not 
simply with what is said, but also with the context in which it is said.  
So how then, can we use music theory and analysis to illuminate emergent and 
pragmatic aesthetics within the interactivity of a jazz ensemble? I am certainly not the 
first to consider the problem of synthesizing structure and context in jazz. Indeed, such 
synthesis is a central concern in Ingrid Monson’s Saying Something: 
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 In approaching this well-traveled issue, I propose… the idea that the formal features of 
 (a) musical text are just one aspect… of a broader sense of the musical, which also 
 includes the contextual and the cultural. Rather than being conceived as foundational or 
 separable from context, structure is taken to have as one of its central functions the 
 construction of social context… There is a mutually defining relationship between 
 structure and context, rather than one of autonomy.
37  
  
 
Monson primarily draws from linguistic anthropologist Michael Silverstein’s research on 
metapragmatics—as will I—in order to propose that those musical parameters most 
susceptible to music theory’s historically structuralized and ‘referential’ Western notation 
analysis (pitch, rhythm, harmony), actually “simultaneously participate in more 
pragmatic musical functions;” and in terms of language and conversation, the fact that a 
single seemingly straight-forward utterance can produce multiple analytical 
interpretations is evidence of “the simultaneous presence of both referential and 
pragmatic meaning in the same speech segment.”
38
 In Monson’s work, this relationship 
between structure and context, between the referential and pragmatic, is analytically 
limited to the musical interaction between rhythm section players.
39
 Her analyses mostly 
point to the importance of interactivity among performers, as achieved through sensitive 
listening, interpersonal relationships, signifying, humor, and ephemeral communication; 
and her invocation of Silverstein’s metapragmatic theories serves to elucidate jazz 
music’s capability to index and signify larger scale extramusical and sociocultural 
referents, rather than the intramusical conversation I am concerned with here. Although 
my analytical and pragmatic scope is focused elsewhere, my approach is similar to 
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Monson’s in that it is rooted in this “mutually defining relationship between structure and 
context.”  
My scope of interest is not just the communicative nature of musical interaction in 
jazz, but more specifically, the conversational dialogues that occur between two or more 
front-line participants within a trade sequence. The reasons for limiting my analyses to 
front-line trading sequences is that I believe trade frames to be the most conversational 
examples in jazz, and hence, those moments most conducive to analysis as 
conversation:
40
 they occur over extended periods of time between specified participants, 
are turn-based (whether strict or loose), are necessarily spontaneous, maintain dialogic 
coherence, and require participants to continually offer novel ideas to the emergent frame 
while being simultaneously responsive to the offers of other participants.   
 
Taking Turns: Offer, Response, and Dialogic Coherence 
 Effective trading is fundamentally conversational in part because of the turn 
taking that occurs among participants. In a typical soloist-accompaniment frame, these 
conversational moments tend to be ephemeral and fragmentary, and a hierarchal structure 
exists in which the accompanying players’ interactions with the soloist are usually (but 
not always) meant to be supportively communicative as opposed to being equally 
participatory with the soloist in the interactive frame. “The horn player is in a position to 
exploit most fully the accompanimental resources of the jazz ensemble… Horn players 
can devote their full attention to phrasing against the relatively fixed rhythmic 
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environment created by the rhythm section.”
41
 ‘Horn player’ is used here to differentiate 
between the collective group of ‘front-line’ musicians—reeds, brass, or any other single-
line instrument— and those in the rhythm section, but the idea is still reflective of the 
typical aesthetic hierarchy of soloist and rhythm section in an ensemble. As Monson 
points out, “the role of soloist is the most prestigious in the jazz ensemble.”
42
 In front-line 
trading sequences, the role of the accompanying rhythm section is no less important to 
the underlying support of the featured traders, but the interactive frame has been 
expanded to include what I term the trade frame, which is the formal structure organized 
and navigated by trading participants in a more conversationally communicative fashion 
than the overall interactional frame. The remainder of this chapter will be largely devoted 
to an expansion of Sawyer’s theoretical framework as it pertains to the pragmatic 
dialogue that occurs in improvisational performance genres, in order to further establish 
and analyze the conversational character of trading in jazz.  
Actors in improvisational theater and trading jazz musicians must both 
consistently execute a combinatorial use of offers and responses within their respective 
frames.  
 Each actor is expected to contribute something original to the performance in each turn, 
 through an offer, a proposal for an addition to the frame. Each offer must respond to the 
 offer of the prior speaker, and each offer must retain coherence with the frame; otherwise 
 the dialogue disintegrates into incoherence and cannot continue. Thus in forming an 
 offer, actors are constrained by both the frame and by the prior speaker.
43
 
 
In this instance, Sawyer is dealing specifically with actors in improv theater groups, but 
the similarities to trading aesthetics in jazz are palpable. At the outset of a trading 
sequence, the first player has essentially unlimited options as to how the dialogue will 
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begin. Opening traders might elaborate on an idea played at the end of the previous 
player’s solo, create a complete shift in mood and texture by deliberately avoiding 
reference to previously played material, or every possible gradation in between. 
Whatever the player decides, he or she is presenting the first offer within the trade frame, 
and the role of all subsequent offers is to be responsive to preceding offers, while 
simultaneously contributing novel material to the trade frame.  
 The range of opening offers available to an improv theater actor appear to be less 
limited than those available to the trading jazz musician, who must consider implicit 
constraining factors such as chord progression, tempo, and allotted trade length. While 
certain constraints may be present in the dramatic frame (e.g., general topic or setting of a 
scene), the opening actor has a multitude of potential offerings: sitting, standing, 
sleeping, talking, miming, etc. However, as the dramatic frame begins to emerge and 
becomes more discernable, and as the number of offers and responses increases, the 
actors become progressively more constrained in their dialogue. For example, the 
opening offer could be a man sitting at a table by himself, but by the sixth turn of the 
sequence, a dramatic frame may be emerging in which the man and a woman are holding 
hands at a table, while another actor is taking their food order. Already we see the 
frame’s constraint tightening. If at this point the man or woman were to suddenly act as if 
they are on a roller coaster, dialogic coherence is jeopardized, and the “dialogue 
disintegrates into incoherence.” Generally speaking, dialogic coherence occurs when 
participants and their audience can trace a continually evolving conversational 
progression through the emerging frame. In order to maintain dialogic coherence within a 
 30 
dramatic frame (i.e., improv theater), the range of available offers and responses 
decreases as time progresses (See Figure 3.1). 
FIGURE 3.1
44
 
Range of Possible Acts Throughout Dramatic Frame 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Within a trade frame however, dialogic coherence—while integral to the 
emergence of a trade flow state—seems to be much more pliable and abstractly 
interpretable than the dramatic frame, due in large part to the broader range of possible 
offers and responses as the trade frame progresses. In theater, “an offer can relate to any 
element of the dramatic frame, such as a character, relationship, location, or joint 
activity,”
45
 elements that typically become more constrained on respective offers. 
Consider the implications this statement has for the elements trade frame offers can relate 
to; where theater offers relate to the more concretely defined elements of “character, 
relationship, location, and joint activity,” musical offers can relate more abstractly to the 
musical parameters of harmony, timbre, motives, registral shifts, polyrhythm, and more, 
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owing in part to the non-semantic character of music. However, depending on one’s 
responsive approach within a trade sequence, the range of possible acts can be more or 
less constrained. Figure 3.2 graphs the range of possible acts when employing certain 
responsive approaches, which will become clearer as we progress in this study, as will the 
realization that a broader range of possible responses is not necessarily ideal in 
maintaining dialogic coherence. 
FIGURE 3.2 
Range of Possible Acts Throughout Trade Frame 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I am in no way suggesting that effectively using the wider range of available offers in 
jazz trading is aesthetically or creatively more demanding than improv theater. In fact, 
navigating the building constraints of the dramatic frame often seems to require more 
collective, spontaneous concentration in order to maintain an ideal level of dialogic 
coherence than in jazz trading. Again, this is largely due to the many parameters available 
to the jazz musician, as well as the obvious fact that as the dramatic frame progresses, 
actual spoken words become more dialogically constraining than musical material such 
Range of 
Possible Acts 
Time 
Rejection  
Elaboration  
Modification 
Mimicry 
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as pitches and rhythms, whose range of possible acts are consistently broader and more 
abstract. In this way, it seems that maintaining dialogic coherence in musical trading is 
more pragmatically intersubjective and readily achievable than that of improv theater. 
That being said, there are numerous constraints imposed on those navigating a trade 
frame that actors in a dramatic frame need never worry about, which I will explore later 
in this chapter. 
We have already seen that offers in dramatic frames and trade frames are actually 
pulling double duty by suggesting novel ideas while simultaneously responding to 
preceding offers in hopes of maintaining dialogic coherence within the frame. Here I will 
begin exploring the responsive portion of these dichotomous offers in trading sequences. 
After all, if every offer was entirely original and had no discernable pragmatic connection 
with previous offers, dialogic coherence would be essentially impossible. Sawyer 
discusses response function in improv theater: 
 The response determines the status of the prior offer. An offer does not enter the frame 
 unless it is accepted by the coperformers. They collectively have the option of accepting 
 the offer (working with it and building on it), rejecting the offer (by continuing the 
 performance as if it had never occurred), or partially accepting the offer (by selecting one 
 aspect of it to build on, and ignoring the rest).
46
 
 
We can attach these same concepts to trading in jazz. An offer only participates in the 
emerging trade frame if it is accepted and contextualized by subsequent responses. 
Sawyer organizes possible responses into four general categories: acceptance, rejection, 
elaboration, and modification.
47
  While these response categories will be applicable to my 
study, it will be necessary to situate their effectiveness and pragmatic implications within 
the general scope of musical dialogue, and more specifically within the trade frame itself; 
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and by doing so, I hope to reveal the merit of an analytical approach to the 
collaboratively emergent phenomenon of trading in jazz.  
Sawyer defines acceptance as “a response that fully accepts the proposal made in 
the prior offer, without elaborating or altering the proposal in any way.”
48
 The best we 
can do in drawing exact parallels from this definition of acceptance to one in a trade 
frame is the trading situation where a player’s response is practically identical to the 
preceding player’s offer, a process I term mimicking acceptance. Mimicking acceptance 
is an aesthetic choice that would rarely serve any purpose in improv theater; yet in jazz it 
can often be an effective starting point for further elaboration within the player’s turn 
who is offering the mimicking phrase, or at a later point in the overall trade frame. 
Example 3.1 is an excerpt from Joshua Redman’s “Leap of Faith,” in which Redman and 
Mark Turner begin a loose trade sequence with Redman offering a phrase—which I term 
the primary mimicked theme (PMT)—that Turner accepts through immediate mimicry.
49
  
EXAMPLE 3.1 
Mimicking Acceptance 
 
 
Notice that the latter portion of Turner’s response mimics Redman’s offer identically 
with respect to register, rhythm, harmony, and beat placement. However, Turner precedes 
this verbatim mimicking response with a partially mimicking four-note pickup, which is 
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itself identical in pitch-class and rhythm to the first four pitches of Redman’s offer, yet 
gives us a sense of a possibly emerging dialogue, since it functions as part of a longer 
phrase. In the following exchange between the two tenorists, seen in Example 3.2, we see 
that Redman has offered a new PMT, and Turner’s response has both retained some of 
the mimicking quality from his response in Example 3.1, as well as partially mimicking 
the newly offered PMT from Redman (see Example 3.2). However, Turner has 
supplemented his mimicking material with an elaboration (discussed in detail later) that 
helps steer the dialogue away from the prospect of a trade frame made up of new offers 
followed by mimicking responses.    
 Redman’s offer in Example 3.2 bears little resemblance to Turner’s previous 
response in Example 3.1, aside from the fact that this offer begins on the same pitch with 
which Turner finished his mimicking response, which was the same pitch that ended 
Redman’s opening offer. Indeed, were Redman to merely mimic Turner’s mimicry, the 
result would hardly be very musically interesting.  
EXAMPLE 3.2 
Embedded Mimicking Responses 
 
 
This has important implications with respect to mimicking responses’ limited 
contribution to dialogic coherence: if one player is consistently mimicking the offers of 
the other player, the mimicking player’s offers contribute little to nothing novel or 
spontaneous to the trade frame, which in turn puts all of the onus on the player being 
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mimicked to continuously offer new material, since there is nothing original being 
offered by the mimicking player to respond to; and, hypothetically, if both participants 
were offering mimicking responses to the previous players mimicking response, the 
overall dialogue would devolve into a circular, echoing monologue (see Figure 3.3).
50
  
FIGURE 3.3 
Circularity of Mimicking Response 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Essentially, the higher degree of accepting mimicking responses over extended periods of 
time leaves little possibility for dialogic coherence. So why offer a mimicking response at 
all? We saw in the previous two examples that mimicking responses are often embedded 
within a larger phrase, which may elaborate or modify other portions of the previous 
offer. Before exploring these two response types, let’s look at how rejecting responses are 
situated within a trade frame.  
 A rejection is “a response that denies the prior offer entirely,”
51
 and is typically 
one of the most easily identifiable responses—along with identical mimicry. Example 3.3 
shows the opening eight measures of a strict four-bar trading sequence between 
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trumpeters Nicholas Payton and Wynton Marsalis. Starting with Marsalis’s response in 
m.5, we see that he begins with a rhythmic idea on a repeated D-flat, followed by a 
descent into the primary motive of Marsalis’s offer in m.6. Notice that neither of these 
ideas suggest any type of accepting response to Payton’s initial offer in mm.1-4. 
Although rejecting responses prevent preceding offers from entering the frame at that 
particular point in time, the rejection does not exclude the offer from entering the frame 
altogether. In fact, when initially rejected offers enter the frame later in the sequence, this 
can display a high level of sensitivity and long form coherence—especially when brought 
back into the frame by someone other than the original offering player. 
EXAMPLE 3.3 
Rejection 
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Elaboration and Modification 
 Elaboration and modification are the two most common types of responses in 
effective trade frames. As we saw in Examples 3.1-3.3, mimicking and rejecting 
responses leave little possibility for dialogic coherence; continuous mimicking responses 
will result in circular, echoing dialogues in which offers and responses are relatively 
identical, and rejecting responses create a dialogue with little, if any, thematic or topical 
consistency—think of two people taking turns talking to themselves. However, entirely 
rejected offers can only be categorized as such if they do not emerge into the frame at a 
later point in time, and many accepting responses may partially mimic preceding offers 
within a larger phrase that is predominately elaborative or modificative. The various 
gradations of elaborated and modified responses and their implicit pragmatic function as 
offers within the trade frame will be more closely examined in the next section of this 
study, which deals with the indexical function of offer-response sequences. For now, let 
us explore some of the defining characteristics of these two types of responses, and how 
players deploy them within the emerging trade frame.  
 In a dramatic frame, a modification is “a rejection that suggests an alternative 
offer.”
52
 This definition is partially applicable to a modifying response in a trade frame, 
but with one fundamental difference: trade frame modifications are simultaneously 
rejecting and accepting responses. Modifications should indicate that the responding 
player is listening to preceding offers and is invested in developing an overarching 
musical dialogue, while at the same time suggesting a shift in dialogic direction. This is 
also true in the case of improv theater, but in music, suggesting a new direction without 
completely rejecting an offer is a delicate process, and must be done while assuring the 
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offering player that you understand what they are ‘saying.’ One of the most effective 
techniques in executing a modificative response is embedding a mimicked fragment 
within one’s overall phrase. (Consider the common conversational exchange: ‘Do you 
understand what I’m getting at?;’ ‘I understand what you are getting at, but I believe…’)  
 In improv theater, or in any linguistic dialogue, this type of mimicking 
reassurance is not always necessary. Below in Figure 3.4 is a six-turn excerpt from an 
improvised scene by the theater group Off-Off-Campus, and is an example of a theatrical 
modification: 
FIGURE 3.4 
Dramatic Frame Modification 
 
1 Ellen  Um, I’m looking for… a present? 
   <Ellen is looking down like a child, with her fingers in her  
    mouth.> 
2 Dave  A gift? 
3 Ellen  Yeah. 
4 Dave  I have a little donkey? 
    <Dave mimes the action of handing Ellen a donkey from the  
    shelf.> 
 5 Ellen  Ah, that’s [o.k.] I was looking for something a little   
    bigger… 
6 Dave  Oh.  
     <Returns item to shelf.>53 
The first three turns are all accepted into the emerging dramatic frame, which consists of 
a young girl looking to purchase a gift. In turn 4, Dave makes an offer that is rejected by 
Ellen in turn 5, who suggests an alternative offer, in this case, a larger gift. However, the 
rejecting act made by Ellen is not one of complete disregard for Dave’s offer, but a 
modification that acknowledges the offer’s attempt to enter the frame, yet not allowing it 
to do so—at least not at this point in the performance.  
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as such here for easier reference. In the actual performance (and in Sawyer), turn 1 here is turn 4.  
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 In a musical dialogue, it is difficult—I have yet to find an instance where it 
occurs—to simultaneously acknowledge and reject an offer without responding in some 
sort of accepting manner. The distinction between acknowledging and accepting can, for 
the most part, be easily recognized in a linguistic dialogue, but these two approaches 
function synonymously in music. Within a trade frame, one can propose an alternative 
direction by either completely rejecting a preceding offer, which avoids dialogic 
coherence; or by modifying a preceding offer, which occurs through partial acceptance 
and partial rejection within the same phrase, and hence, maintains a relative level of 
dialogic coherence. I should point out that this is only true on the interactional musical 
surface. A sly grin, nod of the head, or laugh are certainly acknowledging interpersonal 
responses that occur frequently in extramusical jazz settings, but this area of semiotic 
study is not the focus here, as I am more concerned with the idea of ‘music as dialogue.’ 
 In Example 3.4, we return to the exchange between Redman and Turner. In the 
first two measures, Turner’s offer, labeled ‘X,’ rhythmically emphasizes a dotted quarter-
note figure, indicated here by arrows, and is highly syncopated—a product of this 
polyrhythmic emphasis on the dotted quarter-note. Redman’s response—also labeled 
‘X’—begins by identically mimicking the strong rhythmic profile of the opening bit of 
Turner’s offer, as well as similarly mimetic pitch selection. The mimicking portion of 
Redman’s response is one of acknowledgement and acceptance (as are all mimicking 
responses), yet the musical material that follows is far removed from the rhythmic motive 
of Turner’s preceding offer. In this instance, Redman has suggested a modified offer to 
the frame; one that is more linear, chromatic, and rhythmically stable. 
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EXAMPLE 3.4
54
 
Modification 
 
In this short, two-measure response, Redman has effectively accepted and acknowledged 
a portion of Turner’s offer—which is necessary to sustain dialogic coherence in trade 
frames—through an embedded mimicking response; and rejected the rest through a 
modification suggestion. 
 The last and most effective type of response in attaining a collaboratively 
emergent state of trade flow is elaboration. Elaborative responses in dramatic frames and 
trade frames are similarly achieved and executed, as seen in Sawyer’s explanation of an 
elaborative response in improv theater: 
 [An elaboration is] an accepting response that makes its own offer that builds on the 
 accepted offer… In dialogues that are collaboratively emergent, it is common to find 
 extended sequences of turns that each accept and elaborate on the prior offer, so that 
 the negotiation of any single offer never attains closure but rather continually remains 
 provisional and subject to further elaboration and negotiation.
55
 
 
Unlike modification in a trade frame, which is partially accepting for the sake of 
acknowledging preceding offers, but predominately rejecting to suggest a new idea, 
elaboration completely accepts all or part of a preceding offer by building on it in any 
number of musical ways. Sawyer’s finding that collaboratively emergent dialogues—the 
goal of any trading sequence—often sustain turn-by-turn elaborative response sequences 
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is important to the understanding of the highest level of dialogic coherence, which is 
contingent on the abundance and depth of the players’ respective elaborations. 
 “Computer ‘G’ ” is a twelve-bar blues in F that features a trading sequence 
between alto saxophonist Kenny Garrett and tenor saxophonist Joe Henderson, and is 
exemplary of the ideal trade frame aesthetic; one in which the musical dialogue emerges 
from, and is coherently maintained through, the participants’ predominately elaborative 
response-offers. Contributing to the impressiveness of this exchange is the length to 
which Garrett and Henderson are able to sustain an emergent dialogue. The exchange 
lasts fifteen choruses; during the first six, Garrett and Henderson alternate entire chorus-
length improvisations, and during the following nine, they trade four-bar phrases. While I 
will draw heavily from the trade sequences in ‘Computer G’ in my discussion of 
elaboration, it will not be necessary to include an analysis of the entire fifteen-chorus 
dialogue. However, I have included the transcription of the entire exchange in the 
Appendix. 
 Example 3.5 excerpts the first 18 measures of the trading players’ dialogue. 
Garrett’s offer that enters the frame in m.1 is the primary elaborated theme (PET), which 
becomes the vehicle for further elaboration. Of course, we can only analyze Garrett’s 
offer as such retroactively, since only subsequent responses allow preceding offers to 
enter the frame. Henderson initially accepts Garrett’s offer with a mimicking response in 
m.2, followed by an extended sequence of elaborations that are predominately 
arpeggiations of diatonic harmony and are highly syncopated. This syncopation is 
achieved through four levels of rhythmic elaboration, organizing phrases of lengths that 
can be represented by the meters 2/4, 3/4, 4/4, and 5/4. One would typically assume—and 
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assume correctly—that 3/4, 5/4, or any non-duple metric superimposition over a duple 
meter will create syncopation; however 2/4 and 4/4 phrases must be displaced in order to 
create this overall sense of syncopation. In mm. 8-11, Henderson plays a succession of 
elaborative phrases in the following order: 4/4, 2/4, 2/4, and 4/4; yet each phrase is 
played on an upbeat, and sustains the building ambiguity of the location of the downbeat.  
EXAMPLE 3.5 
Elaboration 
 
 
 
 Henderson’s jagged, unpredictable rhythmic approach in this sequence is 
balanced nicely by his methodical melodic elaboration. The mimicking response in m.2 is 
rhythmically identical to Garrett’s offer, and the melodic content is the same except for 
one significant aspect; Henderson begins his response with an A-natural in place of the 
A-flat played by Garrett. On the surface this may seem trivial, but the tritone created 
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between A and E-flat in this phrase has important implications with respect to the overall 
dialogue, in addition to the structural organization of a blues progression. 
 The tritone between the (3) and (7) of a dominant chord and its half-step motion 
to the respective (7) and (3) of the other dominant chords within the progression is one of 
the defining characteristics of a twelve-bar blues form in jazz. This tritone within the 
dominant chord of a blues progression has a relatively stable function in comparison to 
traditional Western music’s treatment of the tritone, yet part of what is special about the 
tritone here is that its relative stability is not without tendencies toward specific 
resolutions. Example 3.6 shows the structural motion within an F blues progression. 
Notice that root motion down a fifth results in the (3) of the former chord resolving down 
a half step to the (7) of the latter chord, and the (7) of the former resolving down a half 
step to the (3) of the latter. For example, when F dominant seven moves to B-flat 
dominant seven, A-natural and E-flat resolve down to A-flat and D-natural, respectively.  
EXAMPLE 3.6 
Tritone Motion in a Blues Progression 
 
 Henderson makes extensive use of this implicit tritone structure in his elaborative 
sequences. As a preliminary measure, we should first take note of the fact that the A-flats, 
A-naturals, and B-flats that begin the various elaborative phrases are always followed by 
F, which then gives way to the opening pitch’s tritone. In this way, F mediates between 
the (3) and (7) of each respective dominant seventh chord in the progression, functioning 
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as a pivot point around which each dominant chord’s tritone shifts (see Figure 3.5). 
Furthermore, since this particular blues is in the key of F, Henderson’s continuous 
reference to the pitch F functions as a quasi-pedal point of the tonic. 
FIGURE 3.5 
F as Tritone Pivot Point 
 
 Example 3.7 charts Henderson’s overarching melodic elaboration in the first 
chorus of this trade exchange. Henderson begins his phrase in m.2 with A-natural in 
place of the A-flat played in Garrett’s PET, which creates a tritone between A-natural 
and E-flat; the (3) and (7) of F7, respectively. This tritone moves down a half step in m.5 
to D and A-flat, the (3) and (7) of Bb7, respectively. While the E-flat is relatively stable 
over the F7 chord, it still has a strong pull towards the D that arrives in m.5. Similarly, 
when Henderson moves A-natural down to A-flat in m.5, we not only feel the resolution 
to the (7) of Bb7, but also a return to the A-flat offered in Garrett’s PET, resulting in a 
strong sense of dialogic coherence between the two players’ phrases. The A-natural in 
mm.2-4 has also allowed the tritone to move in parallel motion between the F7 and the 
Bb7, as opposed to what would have been oblique motion had Henderson used Garrett’s 
A-flat over the F7 in m.2-4. In these first five measures, Henderson has simultaneously 
accepted Garrett’s offer while creating his own novel offer through rhythmic and melodic 
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elaborations, and in doing so, has maintained dialogic coherence while effectively and 
methodically (and interestingly) navigating the harmonic progression of the blues. 
EXAMPLE 3.7 
Joe Henderson’s Melodic Elaboration, mm.2-11 
 
  In m.7, Henderson moves D and A-flat up a half step to their original position 
over the F7 (E-flat and A), before ascending another half step to E-natural and B-flat in 
mm.8-9; the (3) and (7) of C7, respectively. In m.9, Henderson plays an A-natural as a 
lower neighbor to the B-flat in m.8 and m.10, which prepares us for what we would 
expect to be a resolution to A-natural in mm.10-11, being that A-natural is the (3) of the 
tonic F7 and was previously played over the F7 in mm.2-4. However, Henderson instead 
mimics Garrett’s PET offer—both rhythmically and melodically—by playing A-flat in 
favor of the expected A-natural, which goes further in maintaining the dialogic coherence 
already established through his elaborations by recalling Garrett’s offer verbatim. By 
using the basic harmonic framework of a blues progression—the shifting tritones created 
by the (3) and (7) of dominant chords—as a template for melodic elaboration, in 
conjunction with the metric ambiguity and syncopation achieved through his rhythmic 
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elaborations, Henderson presents us with an exemplary model of an effective elaboration 
within an emergent musical dialogue. 
 Garrett’s entrance on the downbeat in m.13 momentarily ‘resolves’ the metric 
confusion offered by Henderson in the previous chorus, before continuing to elaborate 
upon the offer-response of Henderson. Garrett’s elaboration here is mainly achieved 
through a harmonic approach that strays drastically from the diatonic foundation laid out 
by Henderson. Rhythmically speaking, Garrett’s phrases elaborate on his original PET 
leading into the trade frame, but essentially mimic Henderson’s rhythmic elaborations of 
the same PET. However, Garrett’s inventive, unpredictable, and seemingly discordant 
melodic elaboration is my primary focus here.  
 It is not uncommon to hear players superimpose upper structure triads, seventh 
chords, scales, and other material to create varying degrees of dissonance and tension 
with the underlying harmony of a progression. Upper structure material is typically built 
on one of the chord tones—(3), (5), and (7)—or extensions—(9), (11), and (13)—of the 
underlying sonority; and the nature of the superimposition dictates the resultant level of 
dissonance.  
EXAMPLE 3.8 
Upper Structure Superimposition 
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One typical upper structure gesture is to build a major triad on the underlying chord’s (9) 
scale degree, which emphasizes the (9), (sharp-11), and (13) of the underlying harmony 
(see Example 3.8).  
 Garrett’s elaborations in mm.13-17 are based on this upper-structure harmonic 
approach. While Henderson’s preceding turn is certainly inventive in its melodic and 
rhythmic organization, it is harmonically fairly straightforward, using the primary 
structural characteristics of the blues progression as its foundation. The harmonic make-
up of Garrett’s opening response-offer in m.13 is anything but typical, as he begins his 
phrase with an E-natural—the major seventh of F—on the downbeat of the form. I am 
confident that the majority of jazz performers and scholars would agree that the major 
seventh against a tonic dominant-seventh chord in a blues progression (or otherwise) is 
the most dissonant pitch available, and any prolonged emphasis of the major-seventh 
should generally be avoided outside of a passing tone or sequence. However, as Garrett 
displays, there are certainly exceptions to this convention; these exceptions must be 
analyzed pragmatically in order to appreciate and understand their effectiveness. A 
strictly structural, segmented approach does the analyst little good in distinguishing the 
various effects of playing a major-seventh against a dominant-seventh chord in different 
performance situations. Thus, we see that such use of dissonance in jazz is radically 
context-dependent. 
  At a local contextual level, the dissonance with respect to the F dominant-seventh 
is not limited to just the E-natural at the beginning of the phrase, but suffuses the entirety 
of the superimposed upper structure, which in this case is an F-sharp minor-eleven 
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sonority superimposed on top of the F dominant-seventh.
56
 In Example 3.9, we see that 
this harmonic superimpostion yields the following upper structure with respect to the 
underlying F dominant-seventh: (in descending order) major-seven, flat-thirteen, sharp-
eleven, major-third, and flat-nine, respectively. When the underlying harmony moves to a 
B-flat dominant-seven, Garrett superimposes an F-diminished-seven sonority on top of it, 
which yields a less-dissonant upper structure: major-third, flat-nine, flat-seven, and fifth, 
respectively.  
 
EXAMPLE 3.9 
Kenny Garrett’s Upper Structure Approach 
 
 What about Garrett’s approach, then, makes it an accepting, elaborative response 
to Henderson’s offer? Remember that an elaboration simultaneously accepts and builds 
upon the previous offer, which Henderson achieved in mm.2-12 through mimicry, slight 
melodic variation, metric ambiguity, and an outline of the blues progression through the 
emphasis of the tritone. Similarly, Garrett mimics the metric ambiguity offered by 
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 F-sharp minor-eleven can also be interpreted as an F-sharp minor pentatonic scale. I believe a 
chordal interpretation to be more intuitive in this case because of Garrett’s arpeggiated approach. 
In terms of harmonic superimposition, either interpretation is acceptable, as they will both yield 
the same upper structure.  
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Henderson by first stating his opening phrase in 4/4 (on the downbeat), and then shifting 
to syncopated 3/4 phrases. He elaborates on this approach by further blurring the 
distinction of the bar line through prematurely suggesting the change to the underlying B-
flat dominant-seven sonority in m.16, instead of m.17 where the change actually occurs. 
Garrett, like Henderson, has continued to outline the shape of the PET in his phrases, 
which helps in sustaining the highly coherent dialogue that is taking place between the 
two players. The most elaborative aspect of Garrett’s response, as we have already 
suggested, is the highly dissonant upper structure he creates through harmonic 
superimposition. These abrasive harmonic implications, when paired with the coherent 
acceptance of other facets of Henderson’s offer, result in an ideal example of elaboration 
within a musical dialogue; and by listening to and viewing Garrett’s (or any player’s) 
phrases through this contextual, pragmatic lens, we can hear and see how and why these 
seemingly ‘wrong’ notes work so entrancingly well. 
 I would like to take a look at another example of elaboration within a musical 
dialogue, and I will again draw from the exchange between Garrett and Henderson (see 
Example 3.10). It seems worth mentioning at this point that the trade sequence in 
“Computer G” is permeated with examples of continuously evolving elaborative 
response-offers between the two players, and the excerpts I’ve selected in this study 
represent only a small sample of what is an astonishing example of the ideal 
conversational aesthetic of jazz at work. However, charting this musical dialogue as a 
cohesive whole would necessitate an analysis of the exchange in its entirety, a 
worthwhile undertaking for future study to be sure, but not practical in this paper, nor 
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necessary in coming to grips with the conversational facets of trading that occur on a 
turn-by-turn basis.  
EXAMPLE 3.10 
Further Elaboration 
 
 In mm.129-137, Henderson offers a descending melodic pattern based on—in 
typical blues fashion—an F minor pentatonic scale to close out the eleventh chorus of the 
trade frame. Just as in Example 3.5, Garrett immediately accepts Henderson’s offer 
through mimicry on the downbeat of the ensuing chorus. The first half of Garrett’s 
mimicking response in m.133 is, in a sense, a combinatorial one, in that it simultaneously 
mimics the melodic material of the first half of the PET (m.129), and rhythmically 
mimics the second half of the PET (m.130). The second half of Garrett’s mimicking 
response is melodically and rhythmically identical to beats one and two of m.130, which 
he follows with a phrase in m.134 that is a rhythmic continuation and a melodic 
 51 
elaboration (see Example 3.11). These processes of accepting offers through gradations 
of mimicry, and following them with elaborations that retain certain elements of the 
mimicking response (and, of course, the offer being mimicked), are effective, creative, 
and interactive ways to sustain high levels of dialogic coherence throughout a trade 
sequence. 
EXAMPLE 3.11 
Elaboration via Combinatorial and Identical Mimicry 
 
  The unavoidable caveat in this, and indeed in many analyses of jazz 
improvisation, is that the temporal still-shot proposed by the analyst rarely does justice to 
the improvising musicians’ ephemeral and intuitive processes, in terms of how quickly 
the player’s moment-to-moment response-offers are executed. However, “structural 
relationships must, of course, be included within the discussion of how music 
communicates, but they do not operate independently of—and in fact are simultaneous 
with—the contextualizing and interactive aspects of sound.”
57
 Figure 3.6 tracks the 
progression of Garrett’s response sequence in Examples 3.10 and 3.11 in terms of the 
gradations of his response within the relative temporal space of the progression. This is 
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meant to exhibit, if nothing else, the complex shifts in dialogue that take shape within 
such a small time frame.  
FIGURE 3.6 
Kenny Garrett’s Response Sequence; mm. 133-134 
 
 
Indexicality  
 One of my primary concerns in this study is the pragmatic nature of trading 
sequences, and I contend that players’ phrases can only be fully understood and 
appreciated when considering their context within the musical dialogue. In this way, 
offers and responses within a trade frame are indexical, in that they point to—or index— 
previously offered musical material, propose new material to enter the respective frame, 
or do both simultaneously, as seen in elaborative response-offers. The notion of 
indexicality was originally proposed by Charles Peirce as part of his trichotomy of signs: 
symbol, icon, and index.
58
 “An index is a sign which requires an association between the 
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sign and its object.”
59
 Popular examples of indices are the pointing finger, which indexes 
its object by literally ‘pointing to’ it; and smoke billowing from a house, which indexes 
the presence of a fire inside the home. In the field of pragmatics, scholars have expanded 
on Peirce’s framework through the study of indexical language use, also known as 
deictics—words or phrases whose referential meaning can only be fully understood 
within the context of their utterance.
60
 The most typical types of deictics are personal 
pronouns such as “you,” whose referent can only be denoted as the addressee within the 
specific spatiotemporal interactive frame in which the utterance occurs.   
 Other indexical relations are constantly present within a dialogue, “for example, 
syntactic structures or prosodic contours which indicate that a certain referent has already 
been identified as the topic currently in play are themselves indexical of that referent as 
being the topic of the surrounding stretch of discourse.”
61
 Michael Silverstein coined the 
term indexical presupposition to describe this pragmatic phenomenon in which a 
previously indexed referent is mutually understood by the participants as a topic in the 
overarching dialogue.
62
 Utterances can also propose future content or topical direction 
within the respective frame, which Silverstein terms indexical entailment.
63
 “For 
example, in languages with a system of politeness registers (e.g., the T/V distinction in 
Russian), the selection of a given register by a first speaker in an interactional dyad 
indexically entails one way in which the status relations may play out during the 
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interaction.”
64
 Within the emergent musical dialogue of a trade sequence in jazz, every 
offer-response sequence is indexically presupposing, entailing, or a combination of the 
two. 
 The collective nature of jazz is commonly—and fairly, for the most part—thought 
of as resistant to structural, denotational analysis paralleling those in linguistics, in part 
because “[jazz] music has no obvious referent, making a semantic study difficult; and the 
syntactic parallels between music and language, although present, are limited;” and 
typically “in jazz, unlike conversation, there is no turn-taking behavior; all participants 
perform continually.”
65
 However, in trade sequences we have found a particular situation 
that is exemplary of this turn-taking behavior, and specific phrases often act as referents 
that are indexed throughout the exchange; hence, trading, because of both its structure 
and aesthetic, is much more conducive to linguistic analysis than the more common 
individual soloist-accompaniment dynamic of an ensemble.  
 In this portion of my study, I propose an analytical interpretation of trade turns in 
terms of the metapragmatic concepts of indexical presupposition and entailment, in hopes 
of unifying—if only temporarily—structural and poststructural methodologies within 
musical scholarship. This approach is not dissimilar to Monson’s, who also “adapted 
Michael Silverstein’s work in the metapragmatics of spoken language to the specific 
conditions of interactive musical improvisation,” and believed, as I do, that “there is a 
mutually defining relationship between structure and context, rather than one of 
autonomy.”
66
 Monson’s contextual concerns, however, are largely sociocultural in nature, 
drawing on the theories of signifying, musical humor, interpersonal relationships, and 
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indexing particular past performances and/or performance styles; whereas my contextual 
scope is much more narrow, rarely straying from the musical surface of the particular 
performance; which, again, may seem problematic from a pragmatist viewpoint, but 
hopefully my focus on trading sequences will alleviate any skepticism from pragmatic or 
poststructural factions. 
 When considering indexical musical utterances, it may be helpful to point to some 
functional parallels between offer-response categories and indexical ones. Every musical 
utterance within a trade sequence is indexically presupposing on a certain level, even if 
its referent is implicit and outside the scope of the turn-to-turn trade exchange itself. For 
example, regardless of how a player’s phrase interacts with previous players’ offers, it 
indexically presupposes necessary musical parameters such as the form of the piece, its 
harmonic progression, and tempo. These types of indexical presuppositions are generally 
non-negotiable, in that whatever a player’s offer, it will be implicitly (and usually 
explicitly) contextualized by these musical constraints.  
  When referents are part of the turn-by-turn exchange between trade participants, 
indexically presupposing utterances are somewhat synonymous with different gradations 
of accepting responses. Consider the function of an identically mimicking response; it 
accepts a preceding offer by echoing that offer with little, if any, variation, which does 
little work in terms of proposing a novel addition to the frame. However, as we saw in the 
preceding analyses, fragmentary and combinatorial mimicking responses are often found 
embedded within modificative and elaborative response-offers; hence, modifications and 
elaborations often indexically presuppose a local referent offered by a preceding player, 
in addition to the overall implicit constraints of the piece. If elaborations are aesthetically 
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ideal—as I propose them to be—in simultaneously maintaining dialogic coherence and 
offering novel material to the emerging trade frame, it follows that a general level of local 
indexical presupposition is also necessary.  
 In Example 3.11, we can see how indexical presupposition may situate itself 
within an elaborative musical phrase. The first measure of Garrett’s response partially 
indexes all of the parameters of Henderson’s preceding PET: rhythm, melody, harmony, 
and contour. Thus, we see the correlation between accepting responses through mimicry 
and indexically presupposing utterances, which is fairly obvious in this particular 
example and others like it, in that one player’s quasi-echoing of part (or all) of a previous 
player’s offer clearly denotes a referential utterance.  
 We noted that in the second measure of Garrett’s phrase, he continues the 
rhythmic approach of the preceding measure, which is itself mimicking the second half of 
Henderson’s PET, while simultaneously offering a melodic elaboration. This rhythmic 
continuation is indexically presupposing at two referential levels: the preceding measure 
of Garrett’s own response, as well as a particular portion of the PET offered by 
Henderson. However, Garrett’s melodic elaboration in this measure is indexically 
entailing, as it does not point to any correlating referent from previous offers, and 
proposes new (melodic) material to be added to the frame. This response-offer then, is 
both indexically presupposing and entailing: it indexes part of Garrett’s own indexically 
presupposing response to a previous offer, while at the same time proposing a new, 
indexically entailing offer to the frame.  
 The indexical function of musical utterances in jazz and their intersection with 
offer-response categories is by no means limited to similar passages as the one just 
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discussed, nor to the trade frame structure—quite the contrary; to survey the array of 
variant examples of this process would require an enormous sample of analyses. 
However, I feel it is worth exploring a contrasting example to suggest the multitudinous 
possibilities to which such exchanges give rise.   
Example 3.12 
Indexicality in Trade Sequences 
 
 
 
Example 3.12 is another excerpt from the trade sequence between Nicholas Payton and 
Wynton Marsalis on “Brownie a la Mode.”
67
 This excerpt begins at the bridge of the 
form, and the preceding A-section is dominated by eighth-note lines, with the exception 
of a few fleeting upper-neighbor sixteenth-note gestures embedded within descending 
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eighth-note lines (see Appendix). When listening to the exchange, we can clearly hear 
that Payton is approaching the new formal structure of the Bridge with a new topical 
direction in mind, so to speak. One could conceivably make a case for Payton invoking 
an elaborative approach here, but considering the phrasing, note-choice, timbre, and the 
architecture of this turn in comparison with Marsalis’s preceding turn and the overall 
approach by both players in the A-section, I believe my interpretation to be the most 
pragmatic (in every sense of the word). From this standpoint, we can analyze Payton’s 
four-bar turn as an indexically entailing offer proposing rhythmic acceleration as the 
PET. The opening eighth-note phrase of Marsalis’s response in m.5 drastically stunts the 
momentum offered by Payton in the previous four measures, and in doing so, Marsalis 
(momentarily) rejects Payton’s offer by presuppositionally indexing both players’ 
approaches in the A-section of the trade exchange. This phrase exhibits that rejections of 
directly preceding offers are not inherently indexical entailments.  
 Marsalis’s approach in the remainder of this turn—beginning in m.6—is 
somewhat out of the ordinary in that he follows his opening rejecting response with an 
accepting elaborative response, as opposed to what we typically find, which is that trade 
turns invoking rejecting responses at the outset of a phrase usually maintain their 
rejecting character throughout the entirety of the phrase. In mm. 6-7, Marsalis’s phrasing 
shifts from the eighth-notes in m.5 to a flurry of accelerated gestures that indexically 
presuppose (and accept) Payton’s accelerations in the PET. In this portion of his turn, 
Marsalis avoids any lasting mimicry
68
 of Payton (although executing a mimicking 
                                                
68
 The mere presence of an identical rhythm within a response is itself not enough to categorize 
that gesture as an accepting response via mimicry, particularly when the gesture is fleeting and 
played at such an accelerated speed. However, I’ve used the phrase ‘lasting mimicry’ here to 
avoid any definitional inconsistencies.  
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response of Payton’s preceding turn, even if one wanted to, would prove extremely 
challenging—though Marsalis may think otherwise), yet his rhythmic shift from the 
previous measure certainly references Payton’s offer. In fact, Marsalis elaborates on 
Payton’s rhythmic approach through a further accelerated use of sixteenth-note triplets in 
mm.6-7, and thirty-second note triplets in m.8. While Marsalis continues his accelerative 
elaboration in m.8, he also proposes a registral shift by using the momentum created by 
the rhythmic acceleration to reach up to a high E—the highest pitch played up to this 
point in the trade frame—to close out his turn. (This E-natural is labeled a PET in 
parenthesis to show its function in the following sequence, which is discussed below.) In 
this sequence Marsalis exhibits a keen sense of, and sensitivity to, dialogic coherence by 
playing a phrase that rejects the immediately preceding PET while indexically 
presupposing an overall communicative aesthetic with the material prior to the PET’s 
occurrence, then addressing, accepting, and elaborating on the PET itself, while 
simultaneously offering novel, indexically entailing material to the frame. The exchange 
that follows between the two trumpeters is a beautifully cogent example of the ideal 
communicative capacity of trading in jazz, as well as other facets not detailed in this 
study, such as technical mastery, mutual competition, high-level listening (in terms of 
pitch and harmony recognition), and sociocultural pragmatics, to name a few.
69
  
 For the purposes of this project, I will limit my scope to the eight measures that 
follow the exchange in Example 3.12, excerpted here as Example 3.13. Payton begins his 
turn by referencing Marsalis’s entailing registral offer in m.8 through an elaboration 
which is commonly termed—in jazz vernacular—a surrounding technique, in which one 
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 All of the former three topics are discussed at length in Berliner, Thinking in Jazz, 1994; the 
latter in Monson, Saying Something, 1996. 
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plays a pitch a step below the target pitch, followed by a pitch a step above the target 
pitch, and then the target pitch itself; which, in this case, is E-natural, the same pitch with 
which Marsalis closed his offer.
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 Notice that Payton deploys his surrounding elaboration 
in quarter notes, which rejects the accelerative elaboration of Marsalis, yet puts more 
emphasis on, and more emphatically accepts and indexically presupposes Marsalis’s 
registral offer. Thus the target note E-natural functions as both a part of this indexical 
presupposition and also as a starting point for a new, indexically entailing thematic 
phrase.  
EXAMPLE 3.13 
Further Indexicality 
 
This new phrase, labeled ‘theme X,’ opens with a quarter note, which is followed by a 
descending chromatic figure. When Payton comes back to this phrase in m.12, labeled 
‘theme Y,’ it is largely intact except for a few crucial differences, that may seem trivial 
on the surface. The most glaring disparity between phrase X and phrase Y is their starting 
pitches, E-natural and the A-natural below it, respectively. In phrase X, the starting E-
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 This process can be—and often is—inverted, so that the target pitch is surrounded first by a 
pitch above, and then a pitch below. 
 61 
natural steps down to the remaining descent of the phrase, whereas the A-natural that 
opens phrase Y leaps up to the descending figure. Additionally, phrase Y is preceded by 
a step-wise ascent in m.11 which, when coupled with the leap up from A in m.12 and the 
surrounding elaboration in m. 9, elaborates on and indexes the registral offer of Marsalis 
in the previous turn. 
 The climax of this trade sequence between the two trumpeters occurs in the 
following turn. In m.13, Marsalis enters with a screaming A-flat(!) that moves down to an 
equally emphatic F-natural, which is held over into m.14. This two-note figure is the 
elaborative and indexically presuppositional culmination of the registral shift offered by 
Marsalis in the closing of his previous turn, and its subsequent elaborations by Payton in 
mm. 9-12. Particularly interesting is the shift in the PET: the accelerated approach of the 
PET that opens the bridge was initially rejected and then elaborated by Marsalis, an 
elaboration that included the indexically entailing offer of a registral shift through an 
accelerated leap up to E-natural in m.8, Payton then accepts and indexes Marsalis’s 
entailing offer as a PET through his approach in mm. 9-12. This culminating figure is 
then extended by a further elaboration of register through a chromatic descent down to E-
flat on the downbeat of m.15. Marsalis closes out his turn—and the bridge—with a 
descending phrase that is both indexically presupposing of the players’ trade sequence in 
the first A-section, and entailing in that it proposes a return to that aesthetic approach in 
the upcoming A-section—which, in fact, both players do.  
 We can see in the sixteen measures excerpted in the previous two examples how 
both Payton and Marsalis exhibit the flexibility and intuitive, quick-response capability 
that is necessary in simultaneously maintaining and shifting dialogic coherence 
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throughout a trade sequence. This interplay between indexicality and the gradations of 
offers and responses provide us with an optimal theoretical lens through which we can 
analyze these exchanges in terms of their pragmatic, interactive, and conversational 
nature, all highly prized aesthetics of this improvisational art form.  
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Conclusion 
 
 Jazz musicians, critics, fans, and scholars alike have often used conversational 
metaphors to describe a certain communicative aesthetic that often underlies, and in some 
cases overrides a performance. Nowhere is this metaphor more appropriate than in the 
practice of trading in jazz, which, due in large part to its general turn-by-turn process, can 
be effectively analyzed as conversation between participating players. While scholars 
have researched the pragmatic and interactive function of jazz performance, there seems 
to be a lack of scholarly groundwork done in the highly communicative process of 
trading. The aim of this study was to not only pique the scholarly interest in one of the 
most musically sophisticated and demanding collective practices in jazz, but to offer an 
analytical interpretation of the trading process as conversation by way of the pragmatic 
lens of Sawyer’s offer-response categories, and Silverstein’s theory of indexicality. 
 While this study is limited to specific subgroups of trading front-line players, the 
musicological field—and other disciplines concerned with group creativity and 
improvisation—would benefit from further research of different subgroup combinations 
and subgroup flow aesthetics. I believe subgroup flow is highly conducive to total group 
flow, yet is analytically more approachable and interpretable than group flow; hence a 
better understanding of and ability to recognize subgroup flow may help in further studies 
of group flow. Outside of the rhythm section, which has garnered significant scholarly 
interest (and for good reason), the interactive exchanges between most subgroup 
combinations remain understudied in musicological discourse. I do not mean to imply 
that every possible permutation of performers within an ensemble will prove as 
functionally valuable or analytically intriguing as, say, a bass-drum subgroup, or a tenor 
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sax-trumpet trade exchange; but perhaps a closer examination of different combinations 
will yield a more sound and less abstract understanding of the emergent nature of the jazz 
ensemble as a whole.  
 The recordings that were transcribed for this study were all made after 1991, and 
thus fall under the ambiguously defined umbrella of ‘modern jazz.’ Whether one uses 
stylistic or chronological parameters to define jazz as modern or not is irrelevant, and one 
could argue that the term itself is more problematic than constructive. However, much of 
the jazz that has emerged in the last twenty years has seen a stylistic evolution in 
approaches to meter, composition, formal structure, and timbre, while retaining an 
inherently jazz-like quality; yet most of this music has been inexplicably neglected within 
the scholarly community. Artists such as those excerpted in this study, along with the 
likes of Chris Potter, Kurt Rosenwinkel, Kendrick Scott, Brian Blade, Ben Street, Brad 
Mehldau, Jason Moran, John Ellis, Jamire Williams, and countless more, represent newer 
generations of jazz musicians and an evolving jazz aesthetic that rivals the creative shift 
that emerged in the 1940’s during the birth of bebop. I believe our indifference towards 
the new guard of jazz musicians and composers is short sighted, especially considering 
the breadth of these players’ influence on both their contemporaries and aspiring 
musicians, jazz and otherwise; and the exquisite sensibility and richness with which they 
approach the art form deserves further academic interest. 
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Appendix 
All transcriptions by Matthew Carter 
 
“Leap of Faith” by Joshua Redman  
(Trading by Joshua Redman and Mark Turner) 
  
 Trade no. 1                            66 
  
 Trade no. 2                 68 
  
 Trade no. 3                 70 
  
 Trade no. 4                 71 
 
“Brownie a la Mode” by Nicholas Payton              73 
(Trading by Nicholas Payton and Wynton Marsalis) 
 
“Computer ‘G’ ” by Kenny Garrett               76 
(Trading by Kenny Garrett and Joe Henderson) 
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